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Why Do We Need Specific Software Now? 

Romania 

After the events of 1989, data processing in Romania has changed suddenly. The PC (finally) 
entered the Romanian market and ovemight made obsolete the old Romanian mainframes 
and the Romanian PDP-11-compatible minis: that is, practically all the pre-1989 Romanian 
computers. Our Information Centre for Culture and Heritage (CIMEC) was no exception. 
From 1981 we maintained the Romanian heritage databases (the SI-PCN system, described 
in another paper). Our heritage databases used to be managed under the old French retrieval 
system Mistral-2, onan old mainframe. 

Before 1989 plans were made to transfer the heritage databases (now having more than 
400,000 records) to a minicomputer, in order to manage them with a Romanian-made 
retrieval software, mainly because both the mainframe and the software were not able to 
cope with the files and thesauri dimensions. Early in 1990, it became clear that this 
Romanian-made PDP-11-like platform had no future. We were able to get a few PCs and we 
used the minicomputer only to transfer the data from the mainframe to the PC. In a sense it 
was a step back, from a database organisation on the mainframe to simple, flat ASCII files, 
in a simple format, easy to import in any database software. In another sense, it was great 
progress. Now, using a simple file editor, our specialists can interactively maintain and 
retrieve the information. 

Initially SI-PCN was conceived as a central database connected with county databases. These 
county databases were meant tobe maintained in the "territorial computer centres" (a kind of 
computing service bureau, commercial institutions operating during the 1970s and 1980s, in 
the main Romanian towns). The idea was abandoned due to the lack of funds, so only the 
central databases ware implemented. After 1989, the museums started to acquire their own 
PCs; thus now we have the possibility of decentralising our national databases-that is, to set 
up local databases. The role of the central databases is not diminishing. We still have a 
backlog of about 350,000 cards to enter: that is, more than four years at the current entry rate 
of about 8~ear. Many museums also have large backlogs of cards, and 
even those which have a computer will not soon be able to enter all the abject cards they 
produce, by themselves. 

As for the central database, the platform problem has not yet been well solved. For the not so 
distant future. PCs are not really adequate. We need a multi-user platform, mainly because 
we have to make multiple access possible. Later, even the museums-at least the large 
ones-will face the same problem: that is, they will have to adopt a similar solution. We 
think that a UNIX platform is more adequate than a DOS-based LAN, because we have to 
offer multiple-access not only for local stations, but for remote stations as well (the public 
data network will be operational next year!). Moreover, it would be great to accept both local 
and remote dumb terminals. Unfortunately it is unlikely that we could raise soon the needed 
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funds (about $20,000),-that is, we will have to live with our DOS PCs for a while. At least 
if we ha ve an adequate number of them! 

As for the software, in the last two years we did not find-I mean, on the Romanian 
market-a suitable product. No big surprise! Should we tind software (even if not perfect) 
on the Westem market, would it be affordable for CIMEC? Moreover, even if it would-an 
unlikely event-would it be affordable for the majority of the Romanian museums too? We 
are afraid not. Besides, we have to add the language (and character sets!) problems with 
Westem commercial software. 

Actually, we ha ve one possible choice: the UNESCO-distributed micro CDSIISIS. 
Functionally, it is not really adequate, but could be forced a little to do the job. But it is not 
robust and user-friendly enough for the average Romanian curator (beside the language 
problem). 

What We Plan to Do 
Taking these factors into account, we decided to develop a specific software system (for the 
time being cade named PATRIMOSCOP). With the current software tools available now on 
the Romanian market, the task of writing new, complex software is not so frightening. 

The main reason behind this decision is that we want to offer museums not only cheap 
software but also an inexpensive solution to their collections management problem and at the 
same time to build into the system features that will serve our interests as well, i.e., to enrich 
and improve the national databases. In order to achieve that, the system will consist of two 
subsystems: the "central" one and the "local" one. 

The "local subsystem" will be a package containing, in addition to the software, a set of 
authority lists: the standard thesauri for all the domains and all the facets, Romanian 
geographical names and territorial units (including historical regions), proper names, 
institutions, periods (i.e., Romanian chronology), and so on. These authority lists will not be 
frozen. The user will be allowed to extend them with "proposed" terms and links. 

The record structure for each domain (arts, archaeology, numismatics, ethnography, natural 
sciences, rare books, and so on) will be predefined, having the standard fields as used in the 
national databases. In addition, the local user will have a set of "local" fields to choose from. 
In order to maintain consistency, the system will have a built-in data dictionary. 

Connections with related databases (bibliographic files, museum personnel, and monuments) 
will be encouraged, via predefined "containers" for such auxiliary records. These records 
will be periodically imported into the corresponding databases. 

Aims and Main Features 

First of all, the system has to be simple and easy to use. Here, I think, is the biggest 
challenge: to design a user interface intuitive and friendly enough to avoid the need for a 
user handbook. A manual-beside the fact that now it is very expensive to print--could be 
an inhibiting factor (for many Romanian curators this will be the first software they work 
with!). If we are able to incorporate a good and flexible help mechanism, then a pocket guide 
will be enough. 
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From a technical point of view, the object-oriented paradigm seems to offer the most natural 
way of handling our records. The much-used relational model is not quite appropriate here 
because our records are natively in the so-called "non-first-normal" form, i.e., they have 
repetitive fields. The normalisation implies a proliferation of the tables and a significant loss 
of perfonnance. Besides, the relational DBMSs usually do not handle the variable-length 
fields well and they do not have mechanisms to deal with "inverted files". The 
implementation of these data structures is very space-consuming. 

The system will have all the usual features of information retrieval software. The unusual 
feature is that it will have no distinct retrieval module. The latter will be replaced by a 
"database browser". The user will be able to browse the catalogue of the collection in the 
same way that users of an on-line public access catalogue do. Here we face the sorting order 
problem. Three standard sorting orders will be predefined: systematic (i.e., "govemed" by a 
thesaurus), chronological, and lexicographic. Each domain will have a different, specific, by
default sorting order. Of course, the user will be able to switch easily between the sorting 
types. 

As a consequence of this browsing paradigm, the selection query will be seen more like a 
means to identify a subcatalogue within the collection's catalogue. 

We will have to pay attention to the characteristics of our records, a reflection of the 
characteristics of the Romanian heritage: mainly the vast proportion of uncertain data. The 
retrieval mechanism has to handle this kind of data well. 

The "catalogue browser" will ha ve the usual built-in "thesaurus browser". There will be three 
predefined presentation forms for the catalogue (both on the screen and on paper): scientific 
catalogue, exhibition catalogue, and inventory. 

The record structure is hierarchical, i.e., simple and aggregate fields, on several levels. 
Moreover, signed (and dated!) alternative (i.e., even contradictory) values will be allowed 
for most of the fields. 

Special attention will be paid to the editor. Being meant for the curator, it will have to be 
very flexible and easy to use, with many look-up facilities. Besides, it will allow only 
extremely controlled updating, i.e., practically no deletions will be allowed and each update 
will be recorded as a (signed) alternative value. 

Finally, the system will have an administrator module that will produce statistica} reports 
about the files and the records. 

How Do We Plan to Facilitate the Link Between the Local and the Central Databases? 

Until we have a public data transmission network in Romania, we plan to exchange 
information on diskettes. We will need a carefully designed mechanism to absorb into the 
national databases the records newly entered from the local databases. 

An authority term proposed by a curator can either be accepted (and, in this case, will 
become "standard") or be rejected; in the latter case the system has to replace it with the 
corresponding "standard" one. 

59 

www.cimec.ro



4-6 May RECOMDOC '92 Romania 

On the other hand, we plan to transfer to the national databases only the standard fields of 
the abject descriptions and ignore the local fields. The (locally) updated standard fields will 
be added to the records in the national databases as (signed and dated) alternative values. To 
achieve that, there will be a communication mechanism between the local and central 
subsystems, a kind of specific import-export module. The newly entered records in the local 
subsystem will (automatically) get a "local" identification number. Periodically, the new 
records (and the updating of the old ones) will be entered in an "export file," which will be 
imported into the central subsystem. There, the new records will get their central 
identification number and a special file with the central-local identification number, 
mappings will be created. This file is then sent back to the local subsystem and each record 
gets its final identification number. 

Final Remarks 
We will use (at least for the beginning) as software tools Borland C++, TurboVision, and 
Paradox Engine. They are good tools and-very conveniently-we don't have to pay 
royalties for the resulting software product. 

We do not think-for the moment-about dealing with images (at the nationallevel), despite 
the fact that we have about 300,000 photos. Neither we nor the large majority of our 
potential clients have the needed resources (i.e., computers, storage capacity, scanners). 
Under current conditions, it is not at the top of our priority list. However, a linking field for 
the image will be kept in the record. 

We plan to sell the local subsystem to the museums ata symbolic price. Of course, it will be 
developed gradually, so the museum community will not ha ve to wait until it is 
accomplished. As soon as a module is ready, it will be delivered. So the museums will have 
an operational tool as soon as possible. 

For the moment we are practically finished with the design of the basic Paradox files. We 
hope to deliver the first module by the end of 1992. 
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